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The Diagnostic Evaluation of Reference
Service in an Academic Library
ABSTRACT
An unobtrusive evaluation of the quality of reference service was
performed at the Milner Library, Illinois State University, using both
accuracy and attitudinal scales. The results are summarized and follow-
up actions that have occurred since the study are described and discussed.
INTRODUCTION
The object of this paper is to discuss the methodology and results
of an unobtrusive evaluation of reference service at Milner Library of
Illinois State University.
The project was first conceived during informal discussions between
two of the present authors relating to the possibility that reference service
at Milner might not be as uniformly excellent as the librarians
maintained. (On several occasions where the quality of service was
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introduced as a topic, discussion was circumvented by the librarians
maintaining adamantly and immediately that "...while we may not be
able to do or provide [something], at least we give great service."} The
high service status was a given in discussions, unchallengeable and
undiscussable for years even decades, perhaps. It had gained credibility
over the years by repetition. The authors had some misgivings (as well
as some concrete experiences) that seemed to indicate that problems
did exist: during service at the General Reference desk, one had
experienced problems associated with referrals and another had been
approached unofficially by a colleague who complained that one
librarian's performance had reached a "level of incompetence that needs
to be addressed." Clearly, all was not right in the reference world. Possible
solutions were discussed, ranging from trying various forms of
evaluation of reference service to in-house corrective sessions. Finally,
a decision was made to apply to the Council on Library Resources
for a grant under their program for cooperative research projects between
librarians and teaching faculty. Our proposal was funded by the Council
and the project was underway. The methodology and results of the
study have been described in detail elsewhere (Elzy et al., in press).
In this paper, these aspects are discussed only briefly; our main purpose
here is to deal with what has taken place at Milner since the evaluation
was completed.
The Environment
Illinois State University is a comprehensive university, one of the
largest in the state, with over 22,000 students. One hundred ninety-
one degree programs are offered in thirty-three departments organized
into five colleges. Masters degrees are offered in most areas and the
doctorate in eleven. Milner Library, completed in 1976, is a six-story
central facility housing 1.3 million bound volumes, 1.7 million volumes
in microformat, 350,000 government publications, 420,000 cartographic
items, 25,000 audiovisuals, and 10,000 serial subscriptions. The annual
materials budget is $1.7 million.
Milner is organized into five subject divisions with five separate
reference service points: Education/Psychology, General Reference and
Information, Social Sciences/Business, Science/Government Publica-
tions, and Humanities/Special Collections. The five divisions are staffed
by twenty members of the library faculty, nineteen classified employees,
and a complement of student assistants. Each floor or division also
has attached to it one auxiliary "special" collection (e.g., music, maps).
The building is open 105 hours a week, with professional assistance
available for most of that time. The facility is heavily used, with turnstile
counts of 1.3 million during the past year. During the time that the
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study was conducted, in excess of 10,000 reference questions were
answered plus more than 16,000 directional questions. About 8,000
students now receive library instruction each year: 4,000 through the
General Reference area in a basic program tied to the Freshman
Composition sequence, and 4,000 more through subject-specific classes
conducted by division librarians.
The library faculty is unusually stable and mature: 90 percent of
the thirty-four are tenured and many have as much as fifteen to twenty
years of service at ISU.
METHODS
It was decided to perform the study unobtrusively. Students would
be trained to walk into the various divisional libraries, seeking a
particular librarian by name (librarians are identified by nameplate
and the students were given schedules of who would be working on
which reference desk at which time), and to pose questions for which
answers were already known by the project staff (but not by the students).
They were to record what the librarian did for them and the answer
supplied or found, and were to answer various questions about the
librarian's behavior and attitude. The questions used were drawn from
many sources: reference textbooks, earlier studies, and the knowledge
and experience of the project staff. From a pool of several hundred
candidates, fifty-eight were eventually selected. All were checked against
the holdings of Milner Library to be sure that they could be answered
there. The evaluation, then, was not of the library's resources but of
the ability of the staff to exploit the resources available.
Students were recruited mainly from applications made for
employment in Milner Library. Eighteen students from Illinois State
University and two from Illinois Wesleyan University, a neighboring
institution, were selected. All were undergraduates who exhibited a wide
variety of academic backgrounds. A group session was used to explain
the study, to give the students preliminary training in how to pose
the questions, and to pass out the necessary schedules and forms. The
students, who were paid for their participation in the investigation,
were asked to keep details of the study completely confidential; they
were not to discuss it with anyone until the project was completed.
Individual interviews were scheduled later with each participant to give
final instructions and to answer any questions they might have. Figure
1 shows the first page of the evaluation form designed for use in the
study. It identifies questioner, question, librarian, time spent by the
librarian, time question asked, answer provided, and source used. The
rest of the eight-page form was taken up with a series of twenty-eight
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attitudinal questions, the first two of which appear on Figure 1, and
space for student comments. As Figure 1 shows, the student judged
the librarian for each attitudinal element on a ten-point scale.
Questioner:
Librarian/Floor:
Question: Number: Short phrase:
Hour:Time question asked: Date:
Time spent with Librarian in minutes:








Not at Some of To a large
All Seldom the time Mostly Extent
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than one. The students were conscientious and all forms were completed
with very few missing data. Students attended a group debriefing session
to share their experiences and observations on the study.
The study was designed so that each floor and each librarian could
be evaluated on both attitude and accuracy of their responses to the
students. The attitude score was easy to arrive at. For each of 190
"incidents" (the posing of a particular question to a particular librarian),
the attitude score was the mean of the values earned on the ten-point
scale for each of the twenty-eight attitudinal aspects.
The accuracy score was more of a problem. Scoring a question
posed by telephone is relatively easy, at least for factual questions: either
the correct response is given or it is not. (Actually, this is an
oversimplification since some questions can be partially answered.) The
situation is more complicated for a walk-in question, particularly in
the case of an academic library, because a variety of responses are possible
from the librarian everything from providing the answer to pointing
the questioner to some possible sources.
In actual fact, of course, one can score the response to a question
in various ways depending on what one considers an appropriate
response to be. In an academic setting, librarians frequently consider
that the most important component of reference service is that of
teaching students how to find information; librarians should direct
students to appropriate sources rather than provide an answer for them.
In our study, however, we deliberately decided to look at the activity
from a student's more short-term view. In general, it was felt that a
student would rather be given an answer than shown where to find
it. The scoring scheme used (see Figure 2) reflects this. The best score
for a reference incident was awarded when a student was given a complete
and correct answer. Scores were reduced when the student was led to
an appropriate source, and reduced further when directed to an
appropriate source. The worst score zero on a 15-point scale was
awarded for the case in which the student was given an incorrect answer,
the assumption being that a wrong answer is worse than no answer
at all.
The authors still feel that the ranking of responses, as reflected
in Figure 2, is logical, although the numerical values and the intervals
between them are rather arbitrary; in retrospect, it would have been
more logical to assign a zero to the "no answer" situation and a minus
value to an incorrect response.
Using the 15-point scale in Figure 2, it was possible to give an
accuracy score to each incident and to average the accuracy scores to
arrive at an overall accuracy score for each librarian and each floor.
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Points
Student provided with complete and correct answer 15
Student led to a single source which provided complete and
correct answer 14
Student led to several sources, at least one of which provided
complete and correct answer 13
Student directed to a single source which provided complete
and correct answer 12
Student directed to several sources, at least one of which provided
complete and correct answer 11
Student given an appropriate referral to a specific person or source
which would provide complete and correct answer 10
Student provided with partial answer 9
Student is given an appropriate referral to the card catalog or
another floor 8
Librarian did not find an answer or suggest an alternative source 5
Student given an inappropriate referral to catalog, floor, source,
or librarian unlikely to provide complete and correct answer 3
Student is given inappropriate sources 2
Student is given incorrect answer
Figure 2. Scoring method used
Figure 3 shows the accuracy score for the first fifteen (of fifty-eight)
questions, along with the mean time spent by the librarian with the
student. As the data reveal, the scoring method was quite discriminating.
For example, questions 4 and 14, each posed twice, received a maximum
score of 15, while question 6, posed four times, received the very low
score of 5.5.
Figure 4 shows the breakdown of scoring for the 190 reference
incidents. The best possible score, 15, was awarded in almost one-third
of all cases. Clearly, how many incidents are judged "satisfactory" is
entirely dependent on what one is willing to accept in the way of service.
If one is willing to accept any of the outcomes down to "appropriate
referral" then any incident scoring 10 or above would be considered
acceptable about 58 percent of the incidents, according to Figure 4.
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Figure 5. Accuracy and attitude scores by floor
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and results were presented. No individuals were identified but floor
performance was noted. Some scores were presented by question and
some of the written comments on the evaluation forms, good and bad,
were read. We tried to keep things as anonymous as possible. Discussion
was opened up through asking whether various levels of accuracy j
,50 percent, 60 percent, 70 percent could be considered "good reference
service?" There was not much response to this. Some questions were
raised about the philosophy of reference service in an academic library.
Many took issue with the scoring system used. Much of the discussion
focused on the belief that academic librarians should teach students
how to find answers rather than provide them with the answers. They
felt that perhaps answers should have been judged on a scale of only
two or three points: acceptable versus unacceptable, or acceptable, v
marginal, and unacceptable. A few librarians asked what we hoped
to prove by the study and what we were going to do with the results.
There was no groundswell of support for improving reference skills,
for holding workshops on reference service, or for exchanging ideas
and information on tools of the trade. In fact, we heard later through
the library grapevine (perhaps the most accurate gauge of staff reaction)
that each librarian felt, as long as his or her performance was satisfactory,
no real problem existed. This may not reflect lack of concern for the
quality of the service but, rather, the feeling that one librarian cannot
control or affect the performance of others.
Alan Nourie and Cheryl Elzy, the ISU members of the research
group, offered to meet with individuals or floors to discuss results in
more detail and to let each of the librarians read his or her comment
sheets. Several months later, they had met with only one floor and been
asked to meet with only one other. Only six of the nineteen librarians
had availed themselves of the opportunity to read their individual
comments. This is not quite as bad as it sounds, since five had left
or were leaving the staff through attrition. After reading what students
had written about them, librarians reacted with anything from an offer
to slit wrists to noting that one cannot please all of the people all
of the time and a variety of responses in between.
The one floor meeting to take place involved the floor with the
largest staff. They took the study seriously. They asked that we come
to the meeting with our interpretation of what went wrong with the
questions that scored 5 or below. They also wanted to know which
questions were asked on their floor. These librarians also wanted to
discuss philosophy how much time should be spent with each patron,
should answers be given as opposed to teaching the student how to
use the tools, how should busy desks be handled, and so on. The meeting
at least seemed to create a heightened awareness of a variety of problems
and perceptions regarding reference service in academic libraries.
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Two additional concrete approaches to improving reference service
have been undertaken so far. Several videos on various aspects of reference
service, produced by the Library Video Network and the American
Library Association, were scheduled to be shown at brown bag lunch
sessions, followed by a discussion. The sessions were open to anyone
who worked a reference desk public services librarians, technical
services librarians, civil service staff, and even administrators. Thirteen
staff members attended the first session and fifteen the second.
The final activity that resulted, more or less, from the reference
study was a two-day reference workshop designed and directed by
Thomas Childers for the professional staff. While perhaps no horrendous
failures had shown up in the study, and no patterns of service actually
cried out for attention, it was felt that a certain complacency had set
in among at least the older members of the faculty. So the workshop
was designed to define the qualities that constitute good reference service
and to determine how the staff thought they measured up to this /
definition. The workshop was definitely participatory, incorporating -
small and large group discussions and a very informal unobtrusive study
on the spot. Participants came up with a list of over sixty-five aspects
of good reference service everything from having a non-intimidating
security gate at the entrance to the library to reliable terminals and
copiers to many aspects of putting the patron at ease. Some qualities
injected humor into the discussion, e.g., a librarian's need for humility
in admitting he or she could not answer a question or "What do you
do when the librarian (as opposed to the computer) is down?" Some
were very serious concerns: "How much administrative support exists
for the librarian?", for example. The list of good qualities in a reference
librarian suggests a picture of a reference desk covered by a person who
is energetic, ingenious, positive, humble, secure, interested, friendly,
open, knowledgeable, empathetic, efficient, available, and probably
exceedingly hard to find!!
Toward the end of the workshop, the librarians were asked to vote
on the qualities that Milner should focus on for improvement. Those





Adequate staffing of the reference desk (14)
Appropriate choice of service (12)
1) advice
2) education
3) retrieving a document
4) retrieving an answer
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What significance is there to the fact that accuracy of response
received only seven votes and completeness of response only two? Before
and during the workshop, a certain amount of negativism surfaced
regarding the study and the unobtrusive methodology in general. Several
felt strongly that unobtrusive evaluation was unethical, because it asks
people to lie and ties up a legitimately busy reference desk with bogus
questions. Many said they felt uncomfortable, even foolish, in
participating in such a method of study. People were allowed to talk
this issue through but without letting the negativism swamp the session.
Nothing was resolved, of course, since ethical issues are highly personal
and emotionally charged, but participants were at least given the chance
to express their concerns.
Workshop participants actually did go out and observe other
librarians working at reference desks. As they reported on their
experiences, it was interesting to note that by far the majority of their
comments good and not so good involved non-librarian aspects of
reference service. Things like finding the doors to the library or lack
of signs and handouts elicited more discussion than the librarian's
attitude or skill. Possibly as little as 10 percent of the discussion focused
in any way on the person whose job it is to deliver the answer, which
is perhaps indicative of the unwillingness of librarians to evaluate their
colleagues. However, in an age when accountability for time and dollars
spent and services rendered is becoming increasingly prevalent
throughout society, the profession must find more reliable measures
of performance than check marks on a transaction sheet or the personal
impressions of professional colleagues.
It is very difficult to study one's own colleagues. First, it is not
easy to keep everything unobtrusive. The vast amounts of time it takes
to organize the study, hire and train the student proxies, select and
verify the questions, and tabulate results makes it obvious that one is
working on a major project. Second, one is liable to antagonize some
colleagues, which may be one reason why so many of the previous
studies were done by outside consultants and researchers. It may be
easier to accept the results of a study like this if they come from someone
not on staff. This seems odd, because an internal faculty member would
be more likely to give the benefit of the doubt in scoring a question
and would be inclined to want the best results possible and interpret
them in the most favorable light.
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It is difficult to tell whether this study and its results have had
any impact on the quality of reference service at Milner Library, but
it does seem to have made some staff members more sensitive to the
issues associated with the quality of service.
Administrative Value of the Study
As full faculty members, ISU librarians are evaluated each year
for the distribution of merit dollars. Three areas of performance are
scrutinized: ( 1 ) the practice of librarianship (considered as the equivalent
of teaching as performed by other faculty), (2) research/scholarly activity,
and (3) service. Librarianship (the most heavily weighted component
at 70 percent) is also the most difficult to evaluate in many instances
especially for public services librarians. In evaluating reference activity,
impressionistic anecdotes or testimonials from colleagues often replace
more objective data. Teaching faculty have traditionally been subjected
to regular student evaluations. In a similar fashion, unobtrusive
evaluations such as that reported here furnish a comparable examination
of reference performance from several perspectives, accuracy and
deportment among them. Such evaluations allow the quality and
character of reference service to be discussed and evaluated at a level
more concrete than opinion, conjecture, or speculation.
In considering the results of this study, a consensus must first be
arrived at as to exactly what is an acceptable level of accuracy and of
attitude. Is 70 percent accuracy acceptable? Is 50 percent? Is an attitudinal
score of 7.8 on a 10-point scale what an institution should be aiming
for? What level is unacceptable: 7, 6, 5? Is the fact that 15 percent of
the questions answered are dealt with in less than two minutes
significant? That 37 percent are dealt with in less than four minutes?
On such questions it is difficult to reach complete agreement. In making
use of the results, the librarians involved have been made familiar with
the methodology of the project and the instrument used. It was hoped
that, once the group recognized that there very well could be problems
in the level of service furnished, ideas on how to address them could
be solicited, or presented, and discussed in the context of an informal
meeting. On one level, simply recognizing that one may be perceived
in a certain way by a patron, or that two or three minutes may not
be an appropriate amount of time to give all questions, or that one
may have developed a tendency over the years to point students in the
direction of sources rather than lead them, might be enough to solve
the problem. With some librarians, the mere fact that they were reminded
of possible problems or weaknesses in their performance was enough
to create a self-correcting situation. However, this was not always the
case, and other options either might have been or were explored, e.g.,
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(1) personal interviews for the librarians falling at the lower end of
the rating scales, (2) use of outside speakers to present a workshop on
improving reference service and combatting and reducing the effects
of "burnout," and (3) identification of the types of questions most likely
to be dealt with inadequately.
In an ideal situation, an unobtrusive study of the type described
can indicate that improvement in reference service should be addressed
at several levels: personal, divisional, and institutional. If warranted,
personal conferences with the librarians can be conducted to discuss,
for example, undesirable elements of service. This might be a tendency
to use inappropriate reference sources or to conduct peripheral business
at the reference desk, or to give an undesirable impression of one's
approachability or friendliness or willingness to help. At this personal
level, one can simply run through the list of comments made by the
surrogate users and discuss the individual questions with the librarian.
On the divisional or institutional levels, the collective consciousness
relating to reference service can be heightened by broad, non-
confrontational discussion of patterns detected. Traditional assumptions
and platitudes about the excellence of service furnished can be
challenged, and strengths and weaknesses pointed out. Ideally, librarians
with an accuracy score below some selected level should be consulted
privately. The pattern of time spent on questions may be worth
discussion with some (one librarian spent one minute or less on half
the questions received and less than three minutes on 80 percent of
them) as would the attitudinal evaluations made by the student observers
(about seven pages for each librarian).
At the divisional (floor) level, if the assessment of performance
showed real excellence, as it did in some instances, this can be mentioned
and serve as a morale-builder. On the other hand, if undesirable trends
have been disclosed (e.g., reluctance to handle questions dealing with
a certain collection located on the floor), they should be discussed and
existing policy regarding them clarified and/or revised.
One unfortunate aspect of providing anonymity in such a project
is that, while the identities of the underachievers are protected, the
same situation applies to the "stars" the librarians whose performance
is truly exemplary and who should be used as role models.
After conducting personal interviews, general and divisional
meetings, and an in-house developmental institute, a similar project
could be implemented, after an appropriate amount of time has passed,
to determine what changes, if any, have occurred as a result of the
evaluation process.
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CONCLUSION
Some of the benefits, insights, and uses that have accrued as a result
of the study include an increased or at least heightened sense of accuracy
or appropriateness with regard to internal personnel transfers, several
of which have occurred since the study was completed. The luxury of
actually having documentation to support decision-making when
placing personnel in or out of a particular area is not inconsiderable,
but it is uncommon. On the other hand, the experience of participating
in a series of meetings to evaluate personnel performance for the prior
year, while in possession of pertinent information regarding individual
performance and not being able to use it, is an extremely frustrating
experience; this is exactly what has happened at Milner. Nevertheless,
armed with the information generated, one now has increased confidence
about the level of service furnished as well as the attitudes projected
over the reference desks.
In addition, some minor problem areas have been identified and
addressed through non-confrontational discussions. These included the
case of one librarian who was surprised to find that she was in the
habit of conducting peripheral business at the reference desk while
students waited on several occasions. In another case, a floor was found
to have a tendency to avoid serving users who required help with one
of the auxiliary collections.
The library faculty seems now to be operating at a heightened level
of consciousness regarding reference performance. They took the top
five issues generated by the Childers workshop, published them in the
library newsletter, and urged that the issues not be allowed to disappear.
Finally, the librarian with the worst scores on attitude and second worst
on accuracy has been motivated to improve performance to an acceptable
level.
Although the study required a lot of work, and did cause conflict
with some members of the faculty, the authors feel it was well
worthwhile. It is exciting to study the inner workings of an organization
in this way, particularly when the organization is one's own.
Considerable interest has been expressed in the methodology and
results of the study since its completion, and one library director in
Illinois has expressed an interest in our performing a similar study
in that library. This raises an important question. If reference services
are considered an important library activity, and if library directors
are concerned with the quality of this service, why are studies of this
kind not performed more often?
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